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Are We Raising the Standards of
Language Use or just Playing Games?
Trevor Gale
Given the current state of play with respect to literacy 'crises' in Western democracies,
this article revisits the 'language games' that often inform these concerns, examining
their rules and who benefits from them. It argues that to focus narrowly on the technical
aspects of language, as the current emphasis does, misses the point of what is at stake
for students: those who advocates claim to want to help. Drawing on twenty semi-
structured interviews and observations of teachers in primary and secondary schools
within Queensland (Australia), the article outlines four perspectives on language use
and how these variously position students as literate and illiterate. It concludes that
we now need a different game plan to address students' use of language, one that
provokes a stance and praxis in keeping with a more inclusive politics and which
provides real challenges to broader social constraints.
There is a sense in which language is universal; most, if not all, of us use it in one form
or another in our interactions with others as well as using it just for ourselves. Yet,
even drawing on personal experiences, it is apparent that not all language forms are
universally (well) used and nor are they universally (well) known. Still, when we enter
a school we tend not to think about this much; that we are entering an environment
in which certain forms of language are used and valued more than others and that
individuals within that environment differentially use and value these (and other)
language forms. And even when we do think about these things, we tend to regard
them as matters of technique; that because of the very purposes of these institutions as
sites for student instruction, individuals within schools are engaged in processes of
learning various 'standard' language skills, including when it is appropriate to use
(and not use) them.
Certainly, there is a technical element to language use but this article specifically
focuses on its political elements. Its purposes in highlighting the technical as political
are to draw attention to the politics inherent in language use and to raise questions
about the role of language in schooling; questions that might otherwise go unasked in
the current rush towards 'raising' literacy standards. I contend that to focus exclusively
(and narrowly) on technical issues in language is to miss the point of what these
techniques are designed to achieve. In this narrow frame of mind, for example, there
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is danger in not thinking about who determines the techniques associated with various
forms of language and when and where it is appropriate to use them. Again, if we do
think about these things, we tend not to follow this through to consider who benefits
(and who does not) from 'standard' determinations regarding language use. There is,
then, a critical agenda in this political account of school language.
By politics, I mean the 'struggle over the resources and arrangements that set the
basic terms of our practical and passionate relations. Pre-eminent among these
arrangements is the formative institutional and imaginative context of social life'1 and
pre-eminent and formative within this context is schooling. Further, I assume that
language, given its centrality in the educative process, is the primary site of struggle
within schools. We have known for some time that 'language is inextricably bound up
with all the learning that goes on in school',2 not just that which occurs in the English3
classroom and/or what appears in official school curricula. This is because 'meanings
reside not only in words, but in people, and language is part of the system, or set of
systems, whereby people in society exchange meanings'.4 Exchanges of this kind are
an important part of school relations, not least because 'students' and teachers' use of
language, to request and obtain action and information, is central to teaching and
learning in the classroom'.5 More broadly, I am of the view that there is evidence of a
way of using language that is specific to schooling—a particular cultural and linguistic
capital6 — which acts as a major and effective arbiter of (academic) achievement in
schools operating beyond the bounds of merit and, more to the point, which governs
the boundaries of merit.
I follow this line of thinking through the examination of four broad approaches
to understanding language use, each with its own view of what language is, how it
should be used and what this means for students' schooling. Even though each approach
can be associated with specific historical epochs and recognised as dominating the
thinking on language use during these times, several are also evident during other
periods, are variable across contexts and have a way of (re)surging in interest and
1. R. Unger, Social Theory: Its Situation and Its Task, Cambridge, 1987, p. 145.
2. D. Barnes, J. Britton, and H. Rosen, Language, the Learner and the School, Harmondsworth,
1971, p. 160, emphasis added.
3. In this article references to language refer specifically to English and its use as the medium of
instruction in schools in Western societies, although I suspect that the issues discussed have
points of similarity with other languages and contexts.
4. B. Hodge, Communication and the Teacher, Melbourne, 1981, p. 137.
5. C. Wilkinson, Communicating in the Classroom: Language, Thought and Culture, New York,
1982, p. 85.
6. P. Bourdieu, Distinction, Cambridge, Mass., 1984; P. Bourdieu, The Forms of Capital, in A.
Halsey, H. Lauder, P. Brown and A. Stuart Wells (eds) Education: Culture, Economy, and Society,
Oxford, 1997, pp. 46-58; P. Bourdieu and J. Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and
Culture, London, 1977.
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dominance. This article, then, is not so much a linguistic history as a political and
social critique. I am aware, for example, that there are gaps and discontinuities 'hidden
by my mapping of the political character of language use in schools, both between the
approaches I canvass as well as within them. Nonetheless, I believe there are helpful
and illuminating arguments in their representations that warrant attention.
The four language perspectives considered can be described respectively as
traditional, structural, functional and critical and I draw on twenty semi-structured
interviews with and, to a lesser extent, observations of teachers to illustrate and critique
what each looks like in practice. The research focused on teachers' language practices
across six Queensland (Australian) government primary schools and secondary schools
and sought answers to the following: What are the rules of language use? Whose rules
are they? Whom do they serve? Who wins and who loses? Most participants in the
study are not directly quoted, yet the collective responses of all interviewees have
influenced the articles overall structure and content. To maintain confidences, extracts
from these interviews are simply referenced to indicate the interviewees status as a
teacher (T) and are numbered (Tl, T2, etc) to distinguish one interviewee from another.
I have named the approaches implied by these research questions after games
children play and invite the reader to play along as I explore what these 'language
games'7 mean for students. Where it is specifically addressed, I take 'literacy' to mean
the use of language in accordance with the rules of the game. To the extent that each
game advocates different rules for language, literacy is also differently understood
within each of them; the article progressing from narrow to broader conceptions as it
moves through its analysis of these games. I am also cognisant of the work of Bill
Green8 who, in arguing for 'a more adequate, comprehensive conceptualisation of
literacy', proposes that 'literacy involves, fundamentally, the articulation of language
and technology' and 'the integration of text and information'. Following the above
order, I have dubbed these approaches: 'join the dots', 'blind man's bluff', 'who am
I?', and 'snakes and ladders'.
Join the Dots
Traditionally, language is viewed as a regulated system comprised of categories of
words that perform certain functions in a sentence: a noun names an object, a verb
indicates action, an adjective provides added description of a noun, and so on. Rules
of grammar organise these into sentences while other rules relate to its representation,
involving such things as punctuation, spelling and even handwriting. The emphasis
7. L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, Oxford, 1953.
8. B. Green, Literacy, Information and the Learning Society. Keynote address presented at the
Joint Conference of AATE, ALEA and ASLA, Darwin, 1997.
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in these rules tends to be on the mechanics of language use rather than on its meanings.
This is not to suggest that meanings are unimportant to traditionalists but that the
path to understanding language is seen to be via a technical understanding of its
constituent parts. The rationale is that mastery of a set of prescribed elements —
individually acquired — leads to mastery of language in its entirety; a kind of'join the
dots' approach that identifies and organises language parts into some coherent whole.9
The only problems language users experience in relation to meanings, then, are in
having the technical skills to be able to 'send' and 'receive' them.
This traditional disposition towards language use, and the abstract laws that
inform it, is often exclusively concerned with what is written and, therefore, .'sent',
evident in such rules as: a sentence should not end with a preposition; a predicate
must agree in number and case with its head noun; "i before 'e\ except after 'c\ etc.
Yet, rules of this kind can be inappropriate when applied to spoken language, to many
dialects or even colloquial language use. Consider the following parody of grammatical
rules, each sentence generally acceptable usage in 'everyday' speech:
A preposition is something you should never end a sentence with. It is wrong to carelessly
split infinitives. And you should never begin a sentence with a conjunction.
Notice that all three rules are 'broken' in the sentences that convey them, even though
this does not interfere with their meanings. The prescriptive rules of traditional grammar
can also obscure rather than enhance communication; a point that is well illustrated
in Winston Churchill's (grammatically correct) remonstration: 'This is an errant
pedantry up with which I will not put!'
What is evident in these brief examples is that even though the traditional
approach to language employs rules to assist the sending and receiving of meanings,
there are times when these same rules are, at best, 'meaningless' (they do not appreciably
contribute to sending/receiving meanings) and, at worst, obstructionist (they frustrate
and obscure meanings in the sending/receiving process). This is quite apart from an
appreciation for meanings themselves as problematic; issues I return to below. Again,
the analogy of 'dots' — this time imagined a little differently — is useful here in
understanding traditional conceptions of language as a technical process of transmitting
information. To paint the picture, the perspective implies that using language is much
like using morse code where production of the 'correct' number of dots (and dashes)
ensures delivery of the 'correct' message10. There are connections here between this
traditional approach to language and the period in which it first came to prominence.
In Samuel Morse's time, western societies were also interested in processes of a different
9. Much like the clusters of stars from Greek mythology, connected to form such figures as Archtrus
(the bear), Orion (the hunter) and Pleiades (the seven daughters of Atlas).
10. A more contemporary analogy would draw on digitised technologies based on 'zeros' and 'ones'.
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kind; namely, those that related to the production of economic goods on the factory
floor and, later, the conveyor belt. In these factories, workers turned raw materials
into marketable products. Like traditional language use, the process was often
segmented with different workers performing different tasks and it was governed by
rules to ensure that the overall process functioned smoothly despite its staccato and
repetitive routines.
But there are at least two more 'dots' to join in relation to these matters. First,
characterisation of the industrial revolution as rule-orientated has some similarities
with contemporary revolutions in information,11 image12 and capital accumulation,13
even if die rules of these latter revolutions appear more arbitrary. The technologies
that 'service' these revolutions — computers, electronic processors and the like —
require a certain precision in dieir utilisation. The threat of the millennium bug, for
example, was indicative of a failure to appreciate the pervasiveness of these rules. We
should not be surprised, therefore, to witness the revival of a 'basics' rhetoric for
schooling with a technical vision for literate students during this current revolutionary
period, partly as an expression of a 'conservative restoration' movement but also in
response to the ascendancy of neo-liberalism in contemporary societies; conservatism
and liberalism are (sometimes uncomfortable) allies of contemporary 'new right'
politics. The resurgence in a traditional approach to education, language and literacy
which appeals to external and universal standards, then, is also being driven by
imperatives to legitimate or give account for how efficiently the educational dollar
is being spent and to demonstrate the effectiveness of schooling in delivering
productive individuals. And within this accounting process, the illegitimacy/illiteracy
of 'disadvantaged' groups is being addressed, once more, through tests and target
programs.14
Secondly, the period of industrial revolution in Western countries also witnessed
the introduction of mass compulsory schooling, informed by traditional rules of
language use. As several authors have noted, 'there is a very real sense ... in which
English teaching as a distinctive curriculum domain is linked specifically and directly
to the emergence and consolidation of public, mass compulsory, "popular" education
and schooling'.15 The rules that informed language teaching in schools at the time,
11. J. Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, Manchester, 1984.
12. J. Baudrillard, For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign, St Louis, 1981.
13. F. Jameson, 'Postmodernism and Consumer Society', in H. Foster (ed), Postmodern Culture,
London, pp. 111-125.
14. For an excellent discussion of these issues, see A. Luke, B. Lingard, B. Green, and B. Comber,
'The Abuses of Literacy: Educational Policy and the Construction of Crisis' in J. Marshall and
M. Peters (eds) Education Policy, Oxford.
15. B. Green, Born-again Teaching? Governmentality, 'Grammar', and Public Schooling, in T.
Popkewitz and M. Brennan (eds) Foucault's Challenge: Discourse, Knowledge, and Power in
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and which persist today, have their origins in Latin. When applied to English schooling,
they offered not only status but also a model for instruction. In this sense, language
rules were more than just a way of governing language use but also a way of governing
language users. Schooling itself took on this rule orientation as way of instructing and
governing students in ways that reinforced the dominance of dominant groups; the
appearance of grammar schools providing one example of the centrality of language
rules to schooling. But none of this should be very surprising; 'people learn to give
rules to others because rules provide a rapid way of helping — or forcing — another
person to make specific responses which are reinforcing to the rule giver'.16
The schooling of Eliza Doolittle in the movie My Fair Lady, based on Shaw's
Pygmallion, is a good illustration of this traditional way of thinking about language
and other forms of behaviour often associated with 'high culture'. Even her name —
Doolittle — gives an indication of the perception we (as the audience) are to have of
Eliza who lacks 'proper' language and social skills. Indeed, the play and film project
the view that once Eliza can 'talk proper' she will also acquire associated ways of
acting; a belief that continues to find currency in schooling. Consider, for example,
the following exchange widi a secondary school teacher (T4). Earlier in the interview,
the teacher had referred to her school as a place for students to learn 'how to behave
properly' and I was interested to know what 'proper' meant in that context:
'Proper' is what I have learnt growing up, what I accept as being correct, and what I
think most of the school accepts as being correct...
How, then, do you deal with students from different cultural backgrounds who have diffèrent
understandings of what is proper?
You just have to try and take that into account sometimes. And I know in my first few
years of teaching it was difficult for me. A classic example — [when I was teaching]
overseas — the kids would say 'what'. To me, that is rude, and I'd say 'It's not "what", it's
"pardon". It sounds better'. 'Oh, sorry Miss, "pardon"'. But after a while I began to
understand that that is their language, that is their culture. They say 'what?' and that's
not being rude and that took me, maybe, two schools to realise. The first couple of
times when I used to say 'excuse me, it's "pardon", not "what"', they'd looked at me as if
to say who are you?'. (T4)
Notice the positive correlation between language and behaviour here, with the
implication that 'incorrect' language use comes from 'rude' language users who are
Education, New York, 1998, p. 177; A more recent equivalent of this dominance of English can
be seen in the OECD (1999) survey of internet sites linked to 'secure servers' and engaged in 'e-
commerce'. The survey found that at least 78 per cent of these sites were in English or, depending
on the way the sites are defined, the figure was as high as 96 per cent.
16. J. D. Baldwin and J. I. Baldwin, Behaviour Principles in Everyday Life, New Jersey, 1990, p. 205.
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'without culture, learning, or refinement' and whose speech is 'harsh to the ear'.17 The
importance given to appearances, behavioural and linguistic, is a prominent feature of
conservative ideologies that, as I have already noted, focus on an adherence to strict
sets of rules. Even so, there is some acceptance in the teacher's comments of different
language use, although somewhat reluctantly and, I suspect, to the detriment of
standards as she sees them. The teacher subsequently revealed during the interview
that in this 'overseas' environment she was 'the odd one out' (T4) and had resigned
herself to accept what she could not change. Still, the point is well made: language
instruction is a central feature of schooling, and teachers — who bring to school
understandings of'proper' language from their predominantly middle class upbringings
— utilise it as a means of control over more than how students speak and write. In
this vein, consider the following exchange between teacher (T5) and student observed
in a primary school classroom during a formal 'show and tell' or 'sharing time' session;
its form typical in character of what genrist refer to as a 'recount':
Guess what? Me dad got me this horse bridle yesterday.
My dad', not 'me dad', Sam. Yes, I see he did That's quite smart, isn't it? What is on the side?
Dunno.
Now, that's 'I don't know', Sam. I think you do. It's like this thing on my belt.
Umm ... (shrugs shoulders)
It's called a 'buckle'. Remember we learnt that in spelling last week? Buckle. And what do you
use it fir?
Me dad said that you gotta... umm (long pause)... so the bridle won't fall off the horse.
Tighten it. Your dad said that you must tighten it?
Yeah — and he said that you gotta make sure its not real tight, cause if it is, it'd hurt the
horse.
That's 'got to', Sam, and at school we don't say 'yeah'. What do we say?
Yes.
Good boy. (T5)
17. A Delbridge and J. Bernard (eds), The Compact Macquarie Dictionary, Macquarie University,
1994, p. 868.
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Students participate in sharing times like the one above on the pretext that they can
'speak on a self-chosen topic that does not have to meet criteria of relevance to previous
discourse'18 and in these respects it is itself a discourse more in keeping with the 'child-
centred' approach to schooling outlined below. In a traditional classroom, however,
students are aware that their 'sharing of out-of-school experiences ... is often the only
time when they are considered relevant in school'.19 In these classrooms there is another
level of'sharing', often voiced by teachers, that reflects what Bourdieu (in Thompson20)
refers to as a tendency of the middle classes towards 'hypercorrection'. Note in the
above example that 'correct' language is interpreted as the language of the school,
which is clearly articulated in the teachers redress: 'at school we don't say ..." Note,
too, that Sam's sharing is given status because of its relationship to the school's
curriculum; 'buckle' is one of the words on the class spelling list.
However, what is even more revealing of Sam's schooling is the way in which the
teacher directs the conversation to foreground the school's activities and importance.
The buckle on Sam's bridle becomes part of the conversation because the teacher
makes it so; a 'linguistic turn' that is informed by more than just interest in what Sam
has brought to show his teacher and class. More cogently, it represents an attempt to
demonstrate the relevance of the school curriculum to students' everyday lives and to
superimpose that curriculum over the activities of their lives. In effect, school becomes
the point of reference from which to understand and appraise all (other) activity. Sam,
for example, becomes a 'good boy' when his language use falls into line with this way
of seeing the world; a moral disciplining I return to shortly. In the above verbal
equivalent of 'dotting the is and crossing the t's', it is clear that 'one pervasive feature
of the content of teacher talk is the expression of control — control of behaviour and
of talk itself. These are the same controls traditional teachers exercise over student
compositions: required student writing with the express purpose of demonstrating to
teachers students' technical language skills. 'Drills and skills' exercises and formal written
examinations are typical of this traditional approach to language use, yet what teachers
who subscribe to these pedagogies fail to understand is that:
Since test developers use standards of correctness in language rather than criteria of
appropriateness as benchmarks when putting together their instruments, test norms
based uncritically on the standard in this way will always disadvantage non-standard
18. C. Cazden, Classroom Discourse: The Language of Teaching and Learning, Portsmouth, 1988, p.
8.
19. ibid., p. 8.
20. J. Thompson, Language and Symbolic Power, Cambridge, 1991, p. 62.
21. D. Corson, Language, Minority Education and Gender: Linking Social Justice and Power, Clevedon,
1993, p. 120.
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There is a second aspect of this traditional approach that relates to my earlier observation
regarding the importance of meanings. Certainly, there is a strong emphasis on language
techniques within traditional language usage but there is also evidence of a literature-
based or literary strand — in the order of the classics — which involves the study of
poetry, drama, the novel, the short story, etc. At first glance these two interests seem
unrelated and, undoubtedly, the interests of grammarians appear the more dominant
and widespread of the two. However, if we understand that their common concern is
with the management of behaviour then the connection becomes more readily apparent.
That is, traditional language rules attempt an external control of language use (and
users) whereas literary pedagogies focus on internal controls; a form of moral instruction
that sanctions particular readings of human experiences, socialising students into the
dominant culture of schooling and society. Interestingly, 'it is only in relatively recent
times that the specific disciplinary effects of literary pedagogy... has been extended to
primary schooling'.221 had this confirmed by one primary school teacher (T7) when
I asked him about what he meant by equipping his students 'to become informed
citizens ... by dealing, say, with literature':
... even just dealing with picture books with kids, diere arc any number now. Children's
literature has just come along in leaps and bounds in recent years. It really has. There is
much more literature in primary school libraries which is multi-dimensional. There arc
whole things that are parodies of quite serious issues and also things that you can deal
with at a superficial level as well if you wish, but if you wish to read between the lines
you are not imposing another interpretation. It is there and intended. Now, even with
primary school children, the opportunity is there to at least lead them to that awareness
that this isn't sort of talking about a coloured bird, or whatever the particular thing may
be, but it's an analogy of a real life and a human situation. And the point I make with
the children is that we can read this just superficially, and yes', its a nice, quaint, little
story and that's good and you get something, but if you can see this other thing to it as
well, if you think and you can see those things, then it is much richer, and from that you
transfer the idea to the children that thinking, and being able to think, and enjoying
thinking, leads to a much richer life. There arc all these things that are there for you if
you realise it. (T7)
Later in the interview the teacher related this 'richer' literary world to traditional
grammar, observing that 'it seems to me that you reach a point [after technical mastery]
where learning from that point on is aesthetic' (T7). This seems to contradict King's
(in Green23) claim that literary pedagogy in traditional contexts constructs an 'ascetic
life'. One reading of this teacher's comments could produce such an interpretation,
given his advocacy for the 'monastic' and hermeneutic discipline of reading between
the lines to find 'this other thing' and the richer discovery that 'all these things ... are
22. Green, op. cit., 1998, p. 184.
23. ibid., p. 185.
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there for you'. Yet this also points to an alternative interpretation of a pedagogy
concerned with 'language and personal growth'24; features of a second perspective on
language use to which I now turn.
Blind Mans Bluff
The 1960s and 1970s are often characterised as a period of protest against the moral
and behavioural constraints of a previous era. The dominant imperatives of the time
were to 'do what comes naturally', to give open expression to individual rights and
personal freedoms and, not surprisingly, these found currency in the teaching of
language and schooling more broadly. During this period, Noam Chomsky — author
and protagonist of a structural view of language — began to question the need to
teach language rules to students. His argument was that children were able to master
the total and unique aspects of a particular language system and to use this system
productively and creatively before they reached school, without even knowing what a
noun, verb or adjective was. Based on this and similar observations, Chomsky25
hypothesised that people were born with an ability, which he called a language
acquisition device (LAD), to generate language forms beyond what their experiences
suggested possible. Students' 'errors' in using language outside of their experiences,
then, were simply a misapplication of innate language rules. Indeed, the misuse of
'teached' instead of 'taught', for example, was evidence, Chomsky reasoned, of the
existence of this underlying language structure acquired at birth.
From this perspective, students overcome language errors through their immersion
into the world of language use and its users, utilising this environment to test their
understandings of language structure that they then modify according to the feedback
they receive. Thus, the more exposure to language experiences, the more refined
students' knowledge of language structure becomes. Chomsky speculated that this
interaction between students' environments and their innate capacities for language
was evidence of a 'transformational' or universal grammar: a two level, surface and
deep language structure. In brief, the argument is that students' knowledge of grammar
is developed at the deep structural level and is transformed into or used to generate
surface level language. Chomsky likened this language process to the way in which
children learn to walk, that is, 'naturally'. In taking their first steps, children are often
assisted by their environments — a helping hand from an adult, a table that can be
grabbed, and so on — yet much of the work is seen to be done by children themselves.
While they might initially stumble and fall, in much the same way that students'use
24. Dixon in Green, op. cit., 1998, p. 187.
25. N. Chomsky, Cartesian Linguistics: A Chapter in the History of Rationalist Thought, New York,
1966; and N. Chomsky, Language and Mind, New York, 1972.
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'incorrect' language forms, they generally persist through trial and error to the point
where they can manage the task without too many complications.
Similar in some ways to the story of the blind men and the elephant26, there is a
certain 'blind faith' required of teachers (and students) to think about language as
more than what can be seen and appreciated first hand (the surface features), particularly
when that which is hidden from view (the deep structural level) commands so much
authority. Still, such faith spawned what is known as a 'whole language' approach to
teaching English, informed by holistic notions of the whole being greater than its
parts. Whole language pedagogies also advocated a process approach to language use
in response to the traditional segmentation of the curriculum; hence, the development
of such teaching-learning activities as 'process writing'. Other characterisations of the
perspective refer to a 'child-centred' or 'progressive' view27 and emphasise intrinsically
rewarding experiences, personal development and self-expression.
At its broadest level, then, the conversion from a traditional to a structural view
of language (dis)placed students from the 'monastic' life to the 'mystic'. Green28 notes
that the shift also entailed changes in emphasis from writing to speech (albeit, often
written as narratives), from the transmission of information to its interpretation and,
more generally, from high culture to popular culture, in keeping with the optimistic
and popular-democratic impulses of the time. Worth noting, too, is that this social
wave of freedoms and 'naturalness' experienced in Western countries was fuelled by
their post-war economic booms and an accompanying Keynesian view of economics
that responded to increasing demands made on government with increased government
expenditure, secured against future earnings — itself, a kind of blind faith. As in the
economy, this 'new' emphasis in schooling repositioned students from language
producers to language consumers.
There is a (false) sense of security in believing in the naturalness of students'
abilities to develop their language use largely by themselves — a matter I return to
shortly — and it requires teachers to rethink their roles within the educative process.
Again, Green29 notes that the shift of emphasis from teaching to learning had significant
consequences for teacher-student relations. For teachers, it involved greater emphasis
on their contributions as models (of language use) rather than as authoritarians,
removing the (textual) 'barriers' that previously separated students from their teacher
26. Three blind men chance upon an elephant. The first man bumps into the elephants broad
flank and concludes: 'an elephant is very much like a wall'. The second man grabs the elephant's
tail and reasons: 'this elephant is very similar to a rope'. The third man finds the trunk and
proclaims: 'you're both wrong, an elephant is just like a hose'. One reading of this Indian
parable is that there is danger in losing sight of the bigger picture by focusing on (de)tails!
27. D. Lawton, Theory and Practice of Curriculum Studies, London, 1984.
28. Green, op. cit., 1988, pp. 187-190.
29. ibid.
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as person(able). One primary school teacher in my research succinctly encapsulated
this new vision for teachers: 'I think this business of the teacher being a focus and
setting the agenda for the children is very real and I think they respond the way you
respond' (Tl). This is in stark contrast to the personality teachers had previously been
instructed to adopt during their training: 'Come across really hard when you start...
be hard on these kids. You show them who is boss' (T13). In general, teachers also
shifted from their positions as instructors to those of facilitators, 'one who simply
attends to the learner learning, or guides him or her toward cultural and personal
understandings';30 a stance that has resonance with contemporary depictions of teachers
in some quarters, typically those organised around new information-based technologies.
This structural view of language and the implications for its teaching also have
significant consequences for students. In brief, the notion that students learn to use
language naturally is the ultimate denial of the cultural and contextual differences
associated with language and its users. Not only are teachers 'bluffed' by this separation
of (language) techniques and meanings, the linguistic capital of students from
marginalised groups is also devalued and they are unwittingly denied explicit instruction
in the language (and morality) rewarded by schooling. 'Blindfolded' in this way, 'the
difficulty for the newcomer is that so much of die "meaning" of what its [dominant]
members say derives from this "history" and is therefore assumed by them to be self-
evident'.31 The secondary school teacher in the following exchange reveals something
of the consequences for students from non-dominant groups who arc (re)positioned
by pedagogies associated with universal grammar:
You mentioned earlier that this institution offers a second chance for a lot of its students.
What does it mean to be a 'second chance' institution?
Well, I guess what I'm talking about there is that people have gone through what we
might call a first chance education, what we as white people would accept as our long
and continued process of education, where we arc expected to go to school... [and] play
by the rules quite readily all the way through the compulsory years ...
How do you think people know what the rules are? Whose rules are they?
Well, I guess they're our rules and I mean 'ours* in the sense of mainstream society.... I
think the rules are learnt through the processes of socialisation that we go through, both
in our family situation and in social situations such as schools. I mean, we adapt to a
bureaucratic society, whether we agree with diat [society] or not. We're quite good at
adapting to a bureaucratic society. I guess [marginalised people of colour] don't know
the rules. They don't know what the bureaucratic society is. They don't know what the
whole process of socialisation is, what its purpose is.
30. ibid., p. 191.
31. P. Doughty, J. Pearce and G. Thornton, Exploring Language, London, 1972, p. 88.
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Why do you think they don't know the rules?
Well, I think the first part of this is the position of the family, the social position, how
cohesive that family that you come from is and what the morals and the ideals of that
group are. Say the parents were a doctor and a lawyer. Then they will have a whole series
of aspirations for their children and, I guess, they instil [in them] certain rules on how
they got through. I don't like the term, but jumping through hoops, being shown how
to jump through hoops.
I wonder if those doctors and lawyers make that explicit to their children?
I think they do, yes. To me it was ... I can't actually say that I had a cherished up-
bringing, but I certainly had a good up-bringing. My parents were not well educated
but the anticipation was that we would all be better educated than them. (T10)
What this teacher proposes here is that schooling in Western societies creates its own
'failures' by excluding students from access to its rules of operation — the expectations,
morals and aspirations of white middle classes. Moreover, those who succeed, those
who know how to 'jump through the hoops', do so because they arrive at school
already equipped with this knowledge of what to do and how to 'be'. In short, if you
do not know the rules you cannot play the game, which makes 'winning' all the more
difficult! As David Corson notes:
... the special language demands that conventional schooling places on children from
marginalised social groups and minorities unfairly requires them to show competence
in what the schoo' demands, while not equipping them with that competence or even
justifying the demands.32
Who ami?
Enter the functional approach to language use and Michael Halliday, one of its most
well-known advocates. Halliday and others33, who argue in favour of applying this
approach in schools, contend that the language of schooling is not as naturally acquired
as structuralists suggest. In particular, Halliday claims that grammar is the last aspect
of language that children develop, in response to their growing perception of the
usefulness of particular language forms in particular contexts. As Halliday puts it, 'the
child knows what language is because [s/]he knows what language does'.34
32. Corson, op. cit., pp. 110-111.
33. See, for example: J. Martin, Factual Writing: Exploring and Challenging Social Reality, Geelong,
1985; F. Christie, The Changing Face of Literacy, in F. Christie (ed) Literacy for a Changing
World: A Fresh Look at the Basics, Melbourne, 1990, pp. 1-25; and B. Derewianka, Exploring
How Texts Work, Rozelle, NSW, 1990.
34. M. Halliday, Explorations in the Functions of Language, London, 1973, p. 10.
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Halliday's35 observations of children and the use they make of language led him
to describe seven language purposes or functions: the instrumental (to satisfy wants);
the regulatory (to control others' behaviour); the interactional (to establish and define
social relations); the personal (to express feelings and opinions); the imaginative (to
express fantasy); the heuristic (to explore, investigate, acquire knowledge and
understanding); and the informative (to report facts, conclusions, information).
Halliday further suggested that with experience a child's single-purpose language
develops a multi-purpose character widi a multiplicity of uses or 'macro-functions'.
These he identified as: the experiential (for learning); the interpersonal (for interacting
with others); and the textual (for creating written or spoken texts). While regarding
these purposes and functions as shared amongst language users, functionalists argue
that what is not universal, but is socially constructed, are the 'rules' regulating their
expression. Thus, the rules for using language in schools tend to favour students whose
language already matches these rules. The long-term rewards for using language in
diis way are access to the 'best' of society's goods: wealth, status, professional occupations
and the like. Yet, for students whose language use varies from the 'norm', the penalties
for using 'inappropriate' language can include restricted access and/or exclusion from
these goods.
The functionalists' solution to these problems lies in making explicit to students
the implicit knowledge concerning society's dominant language use. This includes
teaching students technical aspects of language favoured by dominant groups but in
the context of purposeful and powerful texts and in combination with instruction on
their schematic structures. Teachers of this functional persuasion refer to these texts as
genres (categories of texts with similar purposes and features) that include text types
such as recounts, narratives, information reports, explanations, instructions (procedures)
and arguments (expositions).36 Genres vary from one another not just in the purposes
they address but also according to their field, tenor and mode or, as Halliday refers to
them, their experiential, interpersonal and textual functions. In redressing the exclusion
of non-dominant students from using these powerful texts, what is envisaged is an
apprenticeship model for teaching and learning language in which teachers provide
students with model texts for examination and with demonstrations of how to construct
them. In turn, students replicate these models, often in partnership with others, and
are provided with opportunities to (re) turn to teaching models for revision and further
guidance.
As noted, the importance of the technical aspects of language in this approach is
related to their functionality. Grammar, for example, is seen as useful because it serves
35. ibid.; and M. Halliday, Learning How to Mean: Explorations in the Development of Language,
London, 1975.
36. See Derewianka, op. cit., 1990.
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the broader function of a text that is invested with the purposes of the language user
in a particular context. Technical features of language represent that investment, but
they are not the investment itself. This way of thinking about language led to the
development of functional or systemic grammar that describes the use of textual features
according to descriptors such as 'processes', 'participants', and 'modifiers' (of
circumstance and attribute). To the extent that all grammar 'regulate[s] the possibilities
of how a particular practice might be recognised or interpreted',37 Green38 sees little
difference between functional grammar and its traditional and transformational
predecessors. That is, the 'discipleship' inherent in genre pedagogies is just as regulatory
of language users as other 'monastic' and 'mystic' teaching-learning systems discussed
above.
Still, functional grammar advances a significantly different position for the
technical aspects of language than those advocated by traditionalists and structuralists.
As one primary school teacher (T9) explained:
The surface features arc the things that tend to be the most resistant to change — so that
[language] usage will change, spelling will change, but the punctuation won't. It's very
hard to make sense of text without full stops [or periods] and without capital letters. It's
not very receptive to those sorts of changes. So I mean the point is that they arc crucial.
The reason that the language won't accept those changes is because that has great impact
on the meaning, otherwise it wouldn't mind more of it being changed. Spelling doesn't
change the meaning ... That is why I value punctuation, not just for the sake of being
pedantic and accuracy is somehow sacrosanct. It's just the idea that it's through that that
[students] communicate precisely what they want to say.
The value, then, of these things like correct grammar, or correct punctuation, correct spelling,
is their ability to convey meanings accurately or as accurately as possible?
Yes, they have no other function as far as I'm concerned. That's it. (T9)
Apart from arguing that language techniques are subservient to meanings, this teacher's
comments also hint at matters for which functionalists have been criticised. Notice
the way in which language is seen to be homogeneous and even becomes personalised,
in the absence of an explicit actor, such that 'the language won't accept those changes'
(emphasis added). The point here is that dominant individuals make decisions about
the rules of language, not the language itself. Even though functionalists reveal the
rules — and, by association, the rule-makers — of powerful language and encourage
their students to develop their abilities in its use, they perpetuate the dominance of
marginalised groups by encouraging them to adopt the language of the dominant. It
37. F. Rizvi, 'Children and the Grammar of Popular Racism' in C. McCarthy and W. Crichloe
(eds), Race, Identity and Representation in Education, New York,1993, p. 136.
38. Green, op. cit., 1998, p. 192.
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is this dominance that remains 'hidden' in a functionalist approach, much like it is in
the above teacher's account of which language rules are 'resistant to change' and which
are not. Similar to Concha Delgado-Gaitan's critique, the 'empowerment' intended
and claimed by such an approach is often little more than 'the act of showing people
how to work within a system from die perspective of people in power'.39 That these
'people of power' are able to establish their view of the world and their way of acting
within it as the most valued or even as the norm, is evidence of their 'symbolic
domination'.40
There are several respects in which this functional view of language is reminiscent
of child-like riddles that begin with the question 'who am I?', followed by a series of
clues upon which die listener is to base his/her response. Some, like the riddle posed
by die Sphinx,41 have severe consequences for those who fail to unravel them, with
similarities to the adverse effects faced by students who fail to acquire the language of
the dominant. To avoid these adversities, students from marginalised groups are shown
and have explained to them a series of clues to help diem solve the riddle of powerful
genres. At its core — like 'who am I?' riddles — it involves a particular kind of'identity
work'42 that one teacher explained as: 'if you want to be a "this", then you need to
speak the language of "that" ... every discipline has its own particular jargon' (T14).
Hence, 'if you want to work as a geologist then you need the language of a geologist;
if you want to work as a plumber then you need die language of a plumber' (T14).
Yet, as Fairdough notes:
In no actual speech community do all members always behave in accordance with a
shared sense of which language varieties are appropriate for which contexts and purposes.
Yet such a perfectly ordered world is set up as an ideal by those who wish to impose their
own social order upon society in the realm of language.43
In effect, functionalists and genrist in particular, perpetuate — albeit, naively — a
disciplining of students that favours certain ways of being and engaging the world.
39. C. Delgado-Gaitan, Literacy for Empowerment: The Role of Parents in Children's Education, London,
1990, p. 2.
40. Bourdieu and Passeron, op. cit.
41. The story is told in Greek mythology of Oedipus who, while passing near Thebes, is confronted
by the Sphinx, a beast with the (winged) body of a lion and the head of a woman. To be spared
from death, Oedipus must solve the riddle: 'Who am I? I walk on four legs in the morning, two
legs at noon, and three legs in the evening.' Oedipus replies: 'The creature is a man, of course.
He crawls on hands and knees in the morning, walks on two legs at noon and supports himself
with a stick in the evening of his days.'
42. Green, B. 'Post-curriculum Possibilities: English Teaching, Cultural Politics, and the Postmodern
Turn, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 27(4), 1995, p. 394.
43. N. Fairdough, 'The Appropriacy of "Appropriateness"', in N. Fairdough (ed) Critical Language
Awareness, London, 1992, p. 34.
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Certainly, students are introduced to a 'who's who' of dominant genres but they are •
(mis)led to believe in these as the standard for language use and that it is beyond
critique. Thus, teachers do not simply provide students with introductions to
appropriate ways of expressing who they are, but also who it is appropriate to be; that
is, power is spoken in and through particular genres from (dominantly) designated
positions. As another teacher remarked, although perhaps without the sympathies of
this critique, 'the language is the education' (Tl 4). If they were not so well schooled
in such language use, students from subordinate groups might be encouraged to ask:
'Who am I?', 'Where am I represented in these genres?', 'How do they represent me?'
and 'What have/do I become by using them?'
These are critical matters I discuss more fully below, but it is worth pursuing for
the moment what this dominant language can do for students who utilise it or at least
what it claims to be able to achieve for them. This is important in a context where
language users who are unable to use the language of the dominant remain subjected
to a 'disarray which leaves them "speechless", "tongue-tied", "at a loss for words", as if
they were suddenly dispossessed of their own language'.44 Along these lines, consider
the following secondary school teacher's (T6) explicit instruction to her students
concerning the language used by the physiological and medical disciplines to describe
the human backbone: 'we call it the "vertebral column" because that's technically
correct. It's not a spine. A spine is something else'. The constraints on students' language
use are clear but there are also potential benefits in adopting this more 'appropriate'
language. As this teacher illustrated:
I said to the kids today — a lot of them who are keen footballers — 'If you are going to
be a nurse or a fitness trainer or even a professional sportsperson, it is to your advantage
to know this sort of terminology', which it is. 'If you have to describe a joint or if you
have to describe something, if you know the words, that will make it easier, that's why
you learn'.
Would you go to a doctor and use this terminology to talk about your 'vertebral column?
Yes. You can say, 'Look my third vertebrae down in the thoracic region of my vertebral
column is sore. And my latissimus dorsi is giving me a bit of trouble'. Not that you
would do that too often.
How do you think a doctor would react to that?
Well, I have done it before just for the reaction. [And the reaction] I've got [has been],
'Oh, arc you a doctor?' I just say, 'No, I am a PE [Physical Education] teacher'. I know
all the words, but I think it's something personal too ... I am very inquisitive and if I go
to a doctor, I want to know everything. 'What's my heart rate? What's my blood pressure?
44. Bourdieu in Thompson, op. cit., p. 52.
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What's this? What's that? Where was that pain?' I had kidney stones, and the doctor
tried to pull the wool over my eyes and I looked at the X-ray and I said 'Well, there it is.
My Bowman's capsule, it's dilated'. I only said that because he was giving me the run-
around, saying, 'There is nothing wrong with you'. It was there in black and white and
I'm sure he was thinking, 'Well, she doesn't know any of this stuff".
How did he respondí
He said, 'Oh, how do you know about that? Where do you work?' I said, 'I'm a PE
teacher, and I know the kidneys'. And he said, 'Oh, well, yes, there could have been a
stone there, but we aren't sure any more*. (T6)
It is revealing that this teacher connects 'knowing the words' with who she is as a
person, particularly given the discussion above on these issues. What also is apparent
is a strong sense of the functionality of language, of using it to get what one wants. In
the doctor's surgery, the teacher uses her knowledge of a particular and privileged way
of talking about her body to gain respect, to secure a position from which to speak
with her doctor on equal terms, and as a precursor to acquiring knowledge about her
physical condition. Michel Foucault45 has referred to this use of language in terms of
'power/knowledge' relations. One insight from these references is that power (and
powerful language) is not something that people possess as much as it is something
that they use. Power is evident, then, to the extent that this use generates control
(however temporary) over others. Thus, if we take 'language use, as an example, in
three specific contexts where there is an inherent [im] balance of power: doctors
surgeries, courtrooms and classrooms. Each of them illustrate the fact that power is
not necessarily exercised in the amount of talk or even of silence, but rather in the
management and style of talk'.46
Understood from this perspective, the genre approach offers a particular way of
managing language use and language users. It is also indicative of a broader corporate
management style prominent in the 1980s and 1990s; times of economic recession
and recovery in Western societies in which the struggle to maintain (affluent) living
standards concentrated the efforts of dominant groups on ensuring that, at worst,
their way of life became sustainable and, at best, it delivered profitable outcomes.
Such management entailed a shift from Keynesian economics to a neo-classical
economic approach whereby governments, unable or unwilling to match increasing
social demands with more resources, sought to redirect that demand into areas they
considered themselves better equipped to address or areas they found more legitimacy
in addressing. In this economic climate, schooling was called on to be more responsive
45. M. Foucault, Power/Knowledge, New York, 1980.
46. B. Mayor, and A. K. Pugh, Language, Communication and Education, Buckingham, 1987, p.
145, emphasis in original.
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to these global changes, required not only to tighten its fiscal belt but also to graduate
students who could make a productive contribution to society. At one level, the student
as language user becomes a producer of useful texts: useful to students preparing to
become future workers (notice the many references by genrists to the language of
occupations) and useful to society seeking skilled workers of a particular genre. At
another level, students continue to be consumers of texts, using them to acquire certain
social goods in a way that resembles their positioning as consumers of economic goods
that in turn contributes to the recovery of Western economies.
Snakes and Ladders
There is another perspective on language use that informs the above critique of
traditional, structural and functional perspectives and which seeks to use language in
ways that avoid their dominance and oppression of certain social and cultural groups.
Similar to Agger's47 definition of critical cultural studies, this critical48 view of language
is distinguishable by its political disposition and the dialectical relations or dialogue it
establishes between: (i) a text and its context or, as some describe it, the word and the
world; and between (ii) reading and writing or, more broadly, (language) analysis and
(language) practice. In short, a critical perspective explicitly addresses ways of 'being
in (and with) the world'49 as this is embodied in language use. Thus, teachers focus on
'teach [ing] students how to learn through the text of Mathematics [for example] or
through the text of HPE [Health and Physical Education]' (T6). What is envisaged is
not just 'knowing about language' but also 'knowing through language'.50
In terms of their politics, critical language theorists are of the view that material
and social goods are inequitably distributed within society and that these distributions
have more to do with political struggle51 than with 'natural' explanations of'the way
things are' or 'always have been'. That is, 'critical theory rejects as illusionary the effort
to construct a universal normative system insulated from a particular society'52. Further,
this critical explanation of inequality suggests that many individuals and social groups
47. B. Agger, Cultural Studies as Critical Theory, London, 1992.
48. I acknowledge here that the term 'critical' is used in a variety of ways in the academic literature
and in contexts of practice. Along with Lankshear et al., 1997, pf. 40, I contend that this has
often led to the term having 'too little' and 'too much' meaning and, therefore, an uncertain
interpretation. Following Agger, 1992, I adopt an 'overtly political' construction of what is
critical that is expressed in its dialectical treatment of language, as discussed.
49. P. Roberts, 'Extending Literate Horizons: Paulo Freire and the Multidimensional World',
Educational Review, 50(2), 1998, p. 112.
50. G. Kress,' Language as Social Practice', in G. Kress (ed) Communication and Culture,
Kensington, 1988; emphasis in original.
51. See: Unger, op. cit.
52. I. Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, Princeton, 1990, p. 5.
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suffer from oppressive practices (including language practices) as the dominant in
society seek to establish and maintain their influence and subsequent 'rewards'. Indeed,
such dominance can be achieved with the consent of those dominated, as illustrated
above in functionalists' modelling of powerful genres; a form of dominance that
Gramsci53 has described as 'hegemonic'.
These understandings draw attention to why students from particular social
groups who are proficient language users and why students from other groups who
are not, do not look very different across traditional, structural and functional accounts
of language use. The fortunes of students subjected to these (political) arrangements
take on the appearance of'winners and losers'54 or a language game resembling 'snakes
and ladders' in which 'annual "league tables of school achievement" continue to reflect
long-standing, and by now thoroughly familiar patterns of institutionalized "success"
and "failure"'.55 That is, the same types of students tend to climb up the ladders (of
opportunity) and the same ones tend to slide down the snakes. Moreover, it seems
that in the new work order of contemporary societies there are fewer winners'; an
outcome regulated by providing fewer ladders and, by comparison, more snakes.
Drawing on Harris56 and Gee et al.,57 Lankshear58 confirms this restricted and restrictive
vision for language users by arguing that global economies desire a relatively small
proportion of knowledge workers with high order language skills. Hence, it is not
surprising, he argues, that language use for the vast majority of students should remain
at the level of basic competence and technique. The role of schooling, then, is to
produce and legitimate this differential skilling of future workers in ways that appear
'tolerably fair and explicable'.
It is not the dice nor the players' skill, then, that determine winners and losers in
this game, even though both of these myths, 'like most myths,... rest on a substratum
of fact'.59 A more cogent explanation lies in what Pierre Bourdieu refers to as 'cultural
capital', of which 'linguistic capital' represents one form. As Bourdieu explains, cultural
capital 'is what makes the games of society — not least, the economic game —
something other than simple games of chance offering at every moment the possibility
of a miracle'60. Representing the accumulation of knowledge, skills and dispositions,
53. A. Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, in Q. Hoare and G. Smith
(eds and trans), London, 1971.
54. S. MacIntyre, Winners ami Losers, Sydney, 1985.
55. C. Lankshear with J. Gee, M. Knobel, and C. Searle, Changing Literacies, Buckingham, 1997,
p. 4.
56. K. Harris, Education and Knowledge, London, 1979.
57. J. Gee, G. Hull, and C. Lankshear, The New Work Order: Behind the Language of Capitalism,
Sydney, 1996.
58. Lankshear et al., op. cit.
59. MacIntyre, op. cit, p. 97.
60. Bourdieu, op. cit., 1997, p. 46.
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differentially accessed by individuals from various social groups, cultural capital provides
a way of explaining how the hegemony of dominant groups is perpetuated. It makes
it:
... possible to explain the unequal scholastic achievement of children originating from
che different social classes by relating academic success, ie. the specific profits which
children from different classes and class fractions can obtain in the academic market, to
the distribution of cultural capital between the classes and class fractions.61
Because the cultural capital associated with schooling reflects that of the dominant, it
is necessarily unevenly distributed across students according to their social groups. In
short, the dice are loaded! Despite this, schools continue to treat all students as if they
had equal access to the cultural capital of dominant groups. Hence, those students
who are positioned as culturally and linguistically 'bankrupt' by this definition, come
to believe that their failure to succeed in schooling is a result of their lack of giftedness
and often adjust their expectations of education, and life generally, downwards. Such
analysis is the point from which critical language analysts and teachers develop different
game plans for their pedagogies, ones that expose students to the language and culture
of the dominant but also provide students with ways of reading through that dominance
and of constructing alternative linguistic and cultural forms. Paulo Freiré provides
such an example in his work amongst the poor and illiterate in Latin America. Reacting
against a 'banking' concept of (language) education that 'extends only as far as receiving,
filing, and storing the deposits',62 Freiré sought to expose his students to the tools of
critique as well as technique that would enable them to 'say their own words' (emphasis
in original) and to '[re]name the world'.
Jennifer O'Brien, a primary school teacher featured by Comber et al63, similarly
reflects these characteristics of a critical language pedagogy in the questions she
encourages her students to ask themselves as they encounter the language around
them. For O'Brien, all language is 'fair game for discussion and analysis', not just
school texts but also those associated with students' broader social relations, including
such things as Mother's Day catalogues, television programs and commercials, and
'supermarket' books as well as the usual children's literature and reference material
found in schools. O'Brien's teaching attempts to provoke her students to adopt a critical
stance in their analysis of this use of language; to read texts not only to decode the
print and its 'surface level' or literal meanings — what Guppy and Hughes64 refer to as
61. ibid., p. 47.
62. P. Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, London, 1972, p. 46.
63. B. Comber, H. Nixon, L. Badger and S. Hill, Literacy, Diversity and Schooling, Adelaide, 1994,
(video).
64. P. Guppy and M. Hughes, The Development of Independent Reading: Reading Support Explained,
Buckingham, 1998.
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'reading the lines' — but also to discern the broader assumptions embedded in the
language — to read between and 'beyond the lines'65 — accessed through questions
such as: 'Does the world have to be like this? Is the world [really] like this? How does
this text relate to my experience?'.66 O'Brien also attempts to invoke within her students
a criticalpraxir, an approach to constructing texts that has a social and cultural agenda
in mind, encouraged by questions that ask: 'Can I change it? Can I take a different
position on these things? Can I look at the world differently?'.67
Critical approaches to language use were also evident in the research that informs
this article. The comments of two teachers in particular are worth discussing here,
although I begin with a third interview extract as a way of illustrating how 'being
critical' can be reduced — much like 'empowerment' discussed above — to a point
where it seems to have 'too little meaning'.68 The secondary school teacher (T6) in
question had previously spoken about her concern for the adverse representations of
women and her efforts to redress this through her teaching and use of language. In
response to questions of clarification, she reflected on her gender and:
... especially being a PE [Physical Education] teacher ... at certain times it annoys me
that the criteria for girls is different than it is for boys. But then, of course, I come back
to physiological differences for girls—there ¡s a huge physiological difference, so therefore
the criteria must be différent. But I am a big one for gender equity in the way we use
words. For example, I had a little boy in my class the other day — he was only in Grade
8 and it wasn't even in a HPE [Health and Physical Education] class, it was in a Social
Studies class — and he said something like 'sportsperson. So I said, 'Well done, James.
Good on you. You actually used the term sportsperson. You didn't give a gender at all.
You didn't give the thing any gender. You just said sportsperson. You didn't say man or
woman. Good on you. You probably didn't even think about it did you?' And he said,
'Oh, yes, I did Miss. I thought about it.' And I said, 'Well done. It was good'. So yes, I
do try to encourage terms like that. And probably being female, a sporting female, it's
probably more pronounced. That would be a classic example, talking about sport and
not trying to 'genderise' it, if there is such a word. But not just sport. 'Policeperson' is
another example that another student has used in my class. (T6)
This teacher's regard for gender equity and its implications for action are more
reminiscent of what Stephen Ball refers to as 'first order effects'. Analysing schooling
policies and their possibility for promoting change, Ball writes that 'first order effects
are changes in practice and structure (which are evident in particular sites and across
the system as a whole), and second order effects are the impact of these changes on
patterns of social access, opportunity and social justice'.69 The effects of this teacher's
65. ibid.
66. Comber, et al., op. cit.
67. ibid.
68. Lankshear et al., op. cit., p. 40.
69. S. Ball, Education Reform: A Critical and Post-structural Approach, Buckingham, 1994, pp. 25-26.
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narrow focus on her students' language use are of this first order. In themselves
'sportsperson' and 'policeperson' represent superficial dealings with critical matters
that may result in changes to the way language is practised by students and how their
interactions are 'literally' structured, but this is not informed by and does little to
address the underlying dominance of social relations by particular groups. Certainly,
there is an appeal to an 'outside' reference point — the female sporting body — and
a (vague) appreciation for its subservience but there is little recognition of how this
and the rules that govern it are socially and culturally constructed. In the end, there is
little qualitative change.
It is to more 'second order effects' of critical language use that I now turn through
a brief analysis of the (language) pedagogies of two Australian teachers, although I do
not want necessarily to represent their teaching practices as ideal. Like all teachers,
their pedagogies are not beyond critique yet they provide evidence of this critical way
of thinking in action and it is these critical practices and their consequences for students
that I want to focus on here. The first of these teachers (T2) works with primary
school students and begins by discussing the analytical thinking he seeks to develop in
these students to inform their reading and construction of Social Studies texts:
The analysis level usually involves some sort of comparison, so if the student is, let's say,
comparing Germany to Australia, they'll select a lot of features to compare them on
population, resources and all that sort of thing. I can remember a student recently
presenting [a project on] how long Australia's been settled. And, of course, she said
Germany was settled eight thousand years ago or something and Australia [had been
settled] since 1788. And I made a point of it by saying "Why did you represent Australia's
settlement in this way? We know that Aboriginal people were here before then, so that's
a deliberate decision you've made to choose that as the date of Australia's settlement'. I
did not accept from her that that could just be something unconsidercd. 'You've made a
deliberate decision there. Why have you decided that?' I don't just say 'Oh, but the
Aborigines were here'... she knows that... and I'm not going to treat her as if she didn't
know that and say 'Oh, look you've got to think about X, Y, or Z', you know. I would
just expect that she would have thought about that and therefore she had made a decision
and so I feel entitled to ask what was her reason for it... I think that when you reach for
those levels of understanding, when you're taking these decisions as a given with the
class, then through that I think I show them the importance of examining their own
assumptions. ... I think that's a significant shift, to put the responsibility on them to
think through their taken-for-granted assumptions. (T2)
There has been considerable dispute within Australia over the representation of British
claims to sovereignty as matters of Australian 'settlement' or 'invasion', depending on
whether one considers Australia in 1788 to have been terra nullius (no-one's land) or
whether the aboriginal inhabitants at the time were its custodians and, therefore, have
'native title' rights. By highlighting his students representation of the year of Australia's
'settlement', the teacher also draws attention to this wider debate with which the
student is familiar. This is not a (superficially) semantic argument about using one
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word in place of another, as if they are synonymous or have equal validity. Nor is it
about using words in ways that simply avoid offending non-dominant groups by not
naming existing social relations; a criticism I levelled at the celebration of gender-
neutral terms by the teacher above (T6). Rather, the teacher (T2) encourages his
student to venture 'behind the lines' of'settlement' and 'invasion', to make text-context
connections between these words and various ways of understanding the world and to
consider their likely effects for various individuals and groups. Moreover, the teacher
invites the student to speak from this world view, to explain the rationale that informed
her selection of'settlement' as an appropriate term.
The underlying propositions for critical language use that flow from this example
are these. First, to be informed bywords, to know what is meant by them in a critical
sense, readers must also read and know the world or at least know that it is about the
world that words speak. Similarly, to produce words, to write and act critically, involves
an understanding of the world view that produces them or the ideas 'out there' that
are grasped by writers, even if the owners of these ideas are not completely known to
writers. Secondly, knowing these things and acting in these ways requires a degree of
self-consciousness that leads to a questioning disposition directed at finding out about
what is not known. The teacher (T2) above 'did not accept from [his student] that
that [choice of words] could just be something unconsidcred' and so felt 'entitled to
ask what was her reason for [choosing] it'. In other words, critical language users do
not accept that only explicit assumptions should be subjected to analysis.70 Readers
are not blamed for this 'semi-consciousness' but have a responsibility to consider more
than what is in print; indeed, without doing so, 'reading cannot become an act of
knowing (emphasis in original)71. This leads to a third proposition concerning the
political nature of these arrangements, that things 'hidden' often serve dominant
interests and that these are often uncovered by analysing language from the standpoint
of the non-dominant.
It is in relation to this alternative standpoint that the following secondary school
teacher (Tl 0) comments. The challenge, as he sees it, is not just to read texts from this
standpoint but to use the knowledge gained from such reading to inform future writing
and action. Of course, there are 'dangers'— particularly for students from non-
dominant groups — in pursuing such an approach. For example:
•Aren't the more formal aspects of language a consideration if you are thinking along these
lines, if you are hoping that your students will go on to University and succeed in those
contexts? Aren't they contexts in which those hinds of things are highly regarded?
Yes, but I think that whole notion needs to be challenged as well. I mean, I challenged
this several years ago. We had two young girls who came down from [a remote] Island
70. See: Young, op. cit., p. 148.
71. Roberts, op. cit., p. 111.
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[in the Torres Strait, north of Australia] and, as I said before, they were people with
English as their fourth language. When it came time for them to do assignments at
University [as part of a bridging course], they had to present a particular [written] piece,
and my suggestion was 'write it in your first language and present it. I mean, the subject
is "Introduction to Communication". If the Lecturer can't come to your level to
communicate, then there is something wrong with the philosophy that they are
espousing'. (T10)
What this teacher demonstrates so well are the clear and unescapable connections
between text and context. And what he identifies so clearly is the connection between
how 'the philosophy' or the ideas diat dominate certain contexts, in this case universities
and schooling more generally, 'demand' language users to produce certain types of
texts. Writing a very different text, one that is potentially inaccessible to the guardians
of dominant education systems, confronts this dominance and claims a legitimacy for
the construction of different texts and, ultimately, different political arrangements for
language users. In this case, what is acceptable and what is not acceptable language
use is challenged in a way that steps outside of the realm of the technical into that of
the critical. What makes this all the more poignant is that it is played out within the
particular arena of an academic subject concerned with communication; itself
implicated in broader relations of language and power. The above students' language
challenges both what communication is and who holds legitimate knowledge with
respect to it; in this case, repositioning teacher and student, in ways that might cause
us to ask, who is giving whom an introduction to communication?
Freebody and Luke72 suggest four related roles for language users: 'code breaker (how
do I crack this?), text participant (what does this mean?), text user (what do I do with
this, here and now?), and text analyst (what does all this do to me?)'. In one sense,
these more or less reflect the respective emphases in the above four perspectives on
language use. In another sense, and in combination, they are also consistent with a
critical view of language use. Critical language users, then, do not seek to 'do away'
with matters of technique. These are important but they should not be all encompassing,
dominating the use of language to the exclusion of all other interests. Neither should
language techniques be teachers' and students' first priority. Both of these approaches
separate technique from critique; dangerous games as I have illustrated. If anything,
critique should proceed technique. As Freiré and Macedo explain their relationship,
'taking history into your own hands precedes taking up the alphabet'.73 Positioning
72. P. Freebody, and A. Luke, 'Literacies Programs: Debates and Demands in Cultural Context',
Prospect: Australian Journal of ESL, 5(3), 1990, p. 7.
73. P. Freie and D. Macedo, Literacy: Reading the Word and the World, London, 1987, p. 106.
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critique 'before' technique does not mean the latter's exclusion, simply its place in this
relationship. What is envisaged are powerful language users. In Lankshear's
characterisation:
The powerfully literate reader can contest texts, resisting meanings and positions these
would otherwise 'impose' ... As a writer of texts the powerfully literate person develops
'powerful competencies' with a range of genres and techniques which may be employed
in pursuit of personal, ethical and political purposes.74
Are these the kind of literate individuals we are seeking to produce in the current rush
to 'raise' the standards of language use or are we just playing games that ultimately are
directed at 'showing people how to work within a system from the perspective of
people in power'?75 Addressing this system in ways that will benefit all individuals will
require us to teach students, and to learn ourselves, how: (i) to stand in the position of
the least advantaged, (ii) to adopt a questioning disposition, and (iii) to read and write
texts in context. As Bourdieu would counsel, we need to move beyond the 'imaginary
universe of perfect competition or perfect equality of opportunity'.75 Who determines
the standards of language use and who benefits from these determinations are questions
that point to more than just matters of technique. Similarly, their answers point to
more than simple technical solutions. Above I have sought to remind ourselves of
what a more critical regard for these matters might entail.
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